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EXCHANGE, INTERACTION AND SETTLEMENT IN NORTH WESTERN BOTSWANA: 
PAST AND PRESENT PERSPECTIVE* 
By Edwin N. Wilmsen 
In his contribution to the Symposium on the Okavango Delta, Tlou (1976: 49) 
began by saying "A serious gap in the historiography of Ngamiland, and indeed 
that of Botswana generally, is the paucity of data relating to the origins and 
migrations of the various groups which constitute the present population." 
Tlou's own work (1972 a, 1972 b) was the first systematic account of the 
history of Ngamiland; more recently, Chirenje (1977) has written of this 
region in the context of European influence upon Botswana as a whole. Both of 
these authors rely primarily, of necessity, upon early traveller's accounts 
and archival records. Tlou in particular, as indicated in the above quote, 
recognizes the limitations thus imposed on our understanding of contemporary 
social-political conditions in Ngamiland. As these authors have devoted most 
of their attention to Batswana, and Larsen (1962) has written on the 
b k h 11 d ' h b 1 f . d h d v' /"' . Ham u usu, Is a irect t e u k o this paper towar s Ova erero an zu oasi. 
*This paper was initially prepared for presentation at the Botswana 
Society Symposium on Settlement, Gaborone, 4-8 August 1980; an abbreviated 
. version will appear in the proceedings of that symposium. Alec Campbell, 
James Denbow, Ralph Field, Carol Kerven, and Pauline Peters gave critical 
advice in the preparation of this paper. Without the interest and constant 
help of Ssao Kaishe, John Marenga, Manuel Nguvauva, Dama Qam, and Simon Tuvare 
it could not have been written. 
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During the past ten years, extensive investigations in this and adjacent 
regions have been conducted by a number of scholars. New data have been 
obtained on its prehistory, data which shed light on its later history. In 
addition, oral histories have been recorded and much more detailed data on 
social structures and ~xcbange networks have been generated. It is now 
possible to delineate the major outlines of the movements of peoples and their 
settlements in Ngamiland during the past 1000 years and to set these in a 
broader sub-continental framework for much of this timespan. I intend in this 
paper first to summarize the current status of archaeological knowledge about 
Ngamiland and then to reiterate its history, giving more attention than is 
usual to local details. This overview will'serve as the essential substratum 
for an analysis of the social matrix underlying land tenure, exchange, and 
thus, settlement in this part of what is now Botswana. In tbe process, I 
shall demonstrate that Ngamiland has not been isolated from events taking 
place beyond its borders but rather has been enmeshed in far-reaching networks 
of interaction at every point in time for which we have information. Finally, 
I will consider bow contemporary distribution of peoples in this region is the 
current expression of those ongoing historical processes traced through the 
preceding sections of this paper. 
The Excavated Past 
The data upon which this section is based were obtained from four 
locations in Ngamiland (Tsodilo, /ai/ai, !ubi, Toteng); comparative data are 
available from one site in northern Namibia (Kapako) and one other (Kandanda) 
in Zambia (Fig. 1). All of these locations have yielded microlithic artifacts 
of typical Late Stone Age - Early Iron Age varieties. They have also yielded 
ceramics attributable to Early Iron Age ·occupations; these ceramics share 
major characteristics of paste, shape and decoration. 
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Two sites, Tsodilo 1 and Tsodilo 2, have been excavated 1.n the Tsodilo 
Hills; the first of these, a shallow rock-shelter adjacent to a remarkable 
painted panel, was excavated completely. Tsodilo 2, an open site on the top 
of the Female Hill, was tested in three places; four 2 x 2 m pits were 
excavated in 10 cm levels to bedrock. Ceramics, grey 1n color, with soft, 
friable, porous paste and carbon temper were recovered from all levels in both 
sites. The shards are thick and have pitted surfaces; rims are often 
thickened, sometimes decorated. Decorations are composed of incised and 
stamped lines and punctates, alone or in combination; patterns are in bands of 
herringbones, chevrons and triangles filled with crosshatching. 
Tsodilo 2 also yielded iron beads and linked iron chain segments as well 
as slag. Tubular glass beads with slightly irridescent surfaces generally 
attributed to East African origin were found at this site as was silicified 
dung in what appears to be a kraal area upon which 1.s a dense stand of grass, 
Cenchrus ciliuris, a species partial to abandoned kraal environments (Denbow 
1979). A radiocarbon age bas been obtained from the middle level (25-40 cm) 
of a midden in Tsodilo 2; the determined age is 1110 :!:. 80 14c years: AD 850 
(I-11, 411). 
Ceramics with identical characteristics have been reported from /ai/ai 
(Wilmsen 1979); in this cited work, I referred to white, chalky temper but 
Denbow bas subsequently examined the shards and determined that the majority 
of the temper is charcoal. Recent examination of the collection from !ubi 2 
made by Yellen (1973) has confirmed the same ceramic and stone assemblage for 
that place, and surface collections made by Campbell, Denbow and me at a 
stratified river-terrace site at Toteng contain identical materials. 
Sandelowsky (1979) reports her work at Kapako, west of Rundu, on the 
Okavango River. Ceramics from the site are thick, with porous paste; shards 
are crumbly; rims tend to have thickened lips, occasionally decorated; bands 
of incised herringbone lines, crosshatching, and stamping form the 
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decoration. Metal and slag were recovered from the lower level which yielded 
a radiocarbon date of AD 840 ;!;_ 50 (Pta-234: 
(1976) reports ages of 1465 ;!: 85 14c years: 
14 c years: AD 1460; GX-1579 for Kandanda 
Sandelowsky 1973). Phillipson 
AD 1485; SR-200 and 490 ±. 90 
near Katima Molilo on the 
Zambezi. This site contained soft, friable, porous, gray ceramics with black, 
carbonized temper. 
In all of these locations, those in Botswana as well as the others, very 
similar assemblages are superimposed through stratigraphic sequences. There 
are dissimilar stylistic elements among them, to be sure, but false relief 
chevron and herringbone motifs are common to them all, motifs that are widely 
distributed in the Early Iron Age from western Zambia, across Angola, and now 
in northwestern Botswana. The presence of domestic animals at 1000 or more 
years ago is attested for a large geographic space around Ngamiland: Mirabib 
in the central Namib, 1550 :!:. 50 14 c: Ad 400; Pta - 1535 (Sandelowsky et al 
1979); Taukome, in southeastern Botswana, 1265 t 80 14c years: AD 685; I-ll, 
407 and 1240 :!:. 80 years: AD 710; I-11, 410 (Denbow). More work--
detailed excavations, additional age assays, laboratory analyses--must be 
done, obviously; but it is clear on present evidence that Early Iron Age 
herding based economies were established throughout Ngamiland and adjacent 
regions more than 1000 years ago and that these persisted--perbaps sporad-
ically in local areas (as hypothesized by Denbow for the southeastern parts of 
Botswana)--into quite recent times. 
previous views of this issue. 
Schrire (1980) bas cogently evaluated 
The evidence does not support an argument for the complete displacement of 
indigenous foraging economies; rather it is probable that herding intermeshed 
with foraging to form compound economies. Formal analysis is not complete for 
all sites, but it is clear by inspection that non-domestic species are well 
represented and therefore that bunting was an important economic factor in all 
these Iron Age locations. Neither can we argue for a displacement of 
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peoples. It is axiomatic that one cannot extrapolate from "Kultur" to "volk, 11 
and we have no way to be sure that foragers of the past were ethnically or 
biologically different from their contemporary herders. We are unable, for 
the present at least, to specify whether herding and planting techniques were 
transplanted along with migration(s) of people, or if the techniques were 
passed through social interactions involving exchange and mating. We would be 
naive to suppose that the latter did not occur; ideas and goods are frequently 
passed along with progeny. The testing of formal models must await 
accumulation of more data; when such tests are carried out multivariate modes 
of transmission are likely to become evident. 
The Recorded Past 
At the beginning of August 1849, Cotton Oswell, Mungo Murray, and David 
Livingstone reached Lake Ngami from the southeast by following the Zouga 
(Boteti) River (Livingstone 1857; Oswell 1900). In mid-1853, Charles John 
Anderson followed a route from Walvis Bey to Otjimbinde (Otjiherero for 
Rietfontein) over which he and Francis Galton bad traveled in 1851 (Galton 
1853) and from there went on to Lake Ngami. He was followed about nine months 
later, in early 1854, by Fred Green (Tabler 1953: 36, 1956: 124). Before 
1860, many Europeans are recorded to have arrived in Ngamiland as traders and 
bunters. Tabler (1973) lists 333 adult male foreigners who traveled, traded, 
and settled in Namibia and Ngamiland between 1738 and 1880; after 1849 a 
substantial proportion of these came to Ngamiland--many names can be picked 
casually from secondary sources. Marshall (1976: 55) lists fourteen names 
carved on baobabs at g/ausa and gura; only one of these is mentioned by 
Tabler. Anderson (1854: 5) says, "a year bad hardly passed away, after its 
[Lake Ngami's] existence was made known, before its shores swarmed with 
civilized men." Baines, in 1861, was a relative latecomer. 
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Trade bad become so intensive by 1853 that "beads were not sought after 
with the avidity they used to be, such quantities having been imported of late 
into the Lake country" (Anderson 1854: 31). Griqua traders were active at 
the Lake and Libebe on the Okavange at least by 1852. Anderson records that, 
in the first years of the 1850s, the Lake and Dzouga territory yielded ivory 
to the value of 4,000-5,000 sterling yearly (Anderson 1854: 37); be also 
mentions ostrich feathers as an important product of the area. Profit was the 
lure that brought most of these men to Ngamiland; feathers sold in England for 
£45 per pound and ivory for 7 shillings in 1860 (Esterbuyse 1968: 13). 
Peak decades of nineteenth-century European trade in Ngamiland were the 
1870s and 1880s. Henrick van Zyl was granted a farm at Gbanzi in 1878 
(Cbirenje 1977: 145) from which be bunted throughout Ngamiland ( Silberbauer 
1965: 114-115). Beginning in 1867, Axel Eriksson kept up to 60 ox-wagons on 
the trade route from Walvis Bay to Ovamboland, Damaraland, and the Lake 
(Moller 1974: 61; Tabler 1973). Eriksson's Herera name was Karuwapa Katiti; 
be is remembered by that name at /ai/ai, !angwa and other places through which 
bis wagons passed and where be hired local people as laborers. Lewisfontein, 
the name given to !angwa on most old maps, is likely to originate from Robert 
Lewis (KaRobbie to Herera) who traded throughout Hereroland and Ngamiland 
after 1858 (Tabler 1973: 68-69). The extent to which communications networks 
operated is illustrated by the following account: In 1868, when Livingstone 
was lost to public view in Central Africa, Green was able to report at Walvis 
Bay, "rumours current among the interior natives, that a white man, presumably 
Livingstone, was travelling north-west from the east coast above the Zambezi" 
(Tabler 1953: 41). 
To reinforce the perception of the degree of contact among peoples during 
the third quarter of the nineteenth century, it is worth citing original 
statements. Anderson (1854: 8) mentions "my Bushman guides" a day's distance 
from Lake Ngami; be also gives a description of the road from Walvis Bay to 
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the Lake with distances and time of travel by ox-wagon between all water 
points (1854: 38-44) and a word list of English, Otjibereo, Sebaiye, and 
Cbjilimanse equivalents (1854:20-25), Green (1857: 662) specifies four Damara 
(Ovanherero) among bis servants and says that if it were not for a Bushman 
guide, "I am positive. that we should never have reached Walvis Bay." He also 
mentions Bushmen bringing ivory from the desert to trade (1857: 663), 
Baines and Chapman employed "Damara who knew something of the country" 
(Baines 1864: 352) as far as Lake Ngami and who could guide them from the lake 
through various ozarambo to the Omarambo Omatako in eastern Damaraland (1864: 
324), At their farthest northwest point, Omdraai Pan, they met "Bushmen who 
informed us that there was a large vlei about a day's journey to the 
westward, and a permanent water (not a fountain) about three day's walk, 
perhaps a hundred miles to the north" (Baines 1864: 350-351). The pan to the 
west must have been /du/da and that to the north could only have been /ai/ai; 
Omdraai itself is in the area called !ai by ~u/oasi and is considered by them 
to be part of their rainy season bunting ground, (Note that Hahn 1895 argues 
that the true owners of Ghanzi at the time were a group of Bushmen to whom be 
referred by the term !ai), Baines and Chapman, in their respective publica-
tions, refer many times to Bushmen who could speak Damara (Otjiberero) or 
Setswana, or both, and Cbapman--wbo was fluent in the latter language and 
could speak the former passably--specifically places some of these at Omdraai 
(1971, part 2: 27), It is hardly surprising that the peoples encountered by 
these travellers could speak each others languages; they lived together at 
several known places (Anderson 1854) and are recorded to have fought and 
traded with each otber--bence to have been in continual contact for a long 
period over a large area (Vedder 1938). Baines (1864: 325) notes the 
precautions necessary when bringing Herera strangers together with Bushmen in 
the Omdraai lest they shoot each other "in continuation of the standing feud 
between the tribes," 
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Baines and Chapman collected a few Bushman words, and these are helpful in 
identifying the linguistic groups which they encountered in Ngamiland. The 
name of a beetle (Polyciada flexinosa) which lives on marula trees and whose 
larvae Bushmen still use for arrow poison was spelled Kaa by Baines (Chapman 
1971, part 2: 15 writes tha). He said it was not possible to write the click 
sound and that Livingstone had spelled the word Ngwa (Baines 1864: 251). This 
is the ~u/S'asi word !oa which applies to that species and to arrow poison. 
Chapman (1971, part 2:23) says that dum is the Bushman word for molapo; this 
is also a ~u/~asi word. Two place names establish the presence of iu/'i'fasi in 
the Ghanzi, Gobabis region at this time. A waterhole 13 miles (20 km) west of 
Ghanzi is labelled G'nuegga (Baines 1864, map) and Nukhai or Neuha by 
McKiernan (Serton 1954, map; see also Tabler 1953); this is the ~u/tasi place 
name n!ukaha (n!uka, a woman's name [also common to '!au//ail, plus ha, a 
locative suffix; hence n!uka's place). Twass (Oas), near Gobabis, "the click 
at the beginning not admitting to English letters" (Baines 1864: 86), is. 
glossed Giraffe Foutain by McKiernan (Serton 1954, map) and is probably loa, 
giraffe, a zu/'5asi word. Bleek (1929: 42) gives giraffe: fkoa, Nl; /ko;, N2; 
Nl is /aukwe (/au//ai), N2 is !kun (~u/~asi) in her terminology. 
In 1876, the Boer thirstland trekkers passed through Rietfontein on their 
way to the promised land of Angola. Several families stayed at Rietfontein 
for over a year before moving on northward. Kamaberero ordered the Boers to 
leave bis place Otjimbinde (Rietfontein) but Jan Jonker gave them permission 
to stay at bis place Tournobis (Rietfontein) (Goldblatt 1971: 64-65). 
Anderson (1854: 43) noted this place under all three names and said it was the 
permanent home of Bushmen. No better illustration of the overlapping claims 
to locations could be given. In January, 1878, the Boers resumed their trek; 
one of the important stopping places on their route--a place to which they 
knew to go--was Te bra ("vaste water by Te bra, 11 Prins loo and Gauche, 1933). 
The Krieges Karte fur Sud-West-Afrika, 1904 (the German Army war maps) gives 
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Debra as an alternative name for Neinei (Nyae Nyae), written Deboragu by Lorna 
Marshall (1976: 73) who did most of her ethnographic fieldwork in this 
vicinity. 
Scbinz (n.d.) passed through Tebra in 1884 and went on through //o//anna 
and //om//enni (which be called Lewisfontein) to Lake Ngami. Figure 2 shows 
the routes known to have been travelled by all these men. 
Some notes on contacts to the north will complete this sketch of European 
and native interactions with Ngamiland in the nineteenth century. Livingstone 
(1857) records that in 1849 be and Oswell were refused permission by Letsho-
latbebe to visit Sebitwane in the Cho be; Oswell attributes this refusal to a 
desire on Letsbolatbebe' s part to protect bis trade with the north. At 
Linyanti in 1851, Oswell (1900: 245) saw many people "dressed in green baize, 
red drugget, calico and cheap, gaudy cloth, some in garments of European 
manufacture •••• " He bad reached the southern limit of the slave trade. George 
Westbeacb (Tabler 1963: 49) was told by Portugese traders at Linyanti that the 
first of their number reached that place during the late 1840's by following 
native trade paths. He also said that by 1886 "Bushmen and people from Lake 
Ngami bad bunted out the elephants of the region" (Tabler 1963: 65). 
The Remembered Past 
Oral histories collected by me in 1975-76 and 1979-80 from long-term 
residents of Ngamiland illuminate these cited documents from the natives' 
point of view; these are in agreement with accounts obtained by others. 
Alnaes (1980) records that Herero knew the routes to take when fleeing the 
Germans in 1904 because they knew the country, having herded there before. 
Nettleton (1934: Botswana National Archives, 1926) collected testimony that 
Herero bad lived in Ngamiland in the early nineteenth century when the 
Mbanderu chief Munjuku was born; Alnaes, relying on the Herero year-name list, 
gives this man's birth year as 1834. Vedder (1938) is the standard authority 
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on Herero history, but it is often overlooked that his informants 1 "recol-
lections are family tradition with the names of places and people included" 
(Vedder 1938: 134). Thus, the information be obtained was that most familiar 
to his informants who seem to have come mainly from the western parts of 
Herera country. A close reading of Vedder reveals that be is relating the 
histories of a few families, not of the entire set of Herero. Internal clues 
in bis narrative suggest that other family lineages continued to be spread 
over most of the northern part of modern Namibia, much as they are today. For 
example, after moving among many places, including the mouth of the Swakop 
River, one group under Tjiponda "came up against the Mbanderu at a place which 
is today cal le Gobabis" (Vedder 1938: 138). That Herero bad been far eastward 
in the region we are considering may be gleaned from their accounts that they 
were in the Omurambe Omatako before they reached central Namibia; previous to 
this tbey--or at least some of tbem--bad come from a place glossed Reed-Land, 
which Vedder places in northern Botswana (1938: 131-153). If bis placement is 
correct, this place must have been the Okvango Swamps. Vedder (1938: 135) 
derives the name Mbanderu from a reed-dwelling place of origin and says that 
the subunit of Herero who retain this name remained with the Becbuana (sic). 
It is worth noting in this record that many an Omubanderu considers the 
Hambukusu to be cousins. Vedder places these movements in the sixteenth 
through eighteenth centuries. 
Later events are more securely fixed because they are substantiated by 
several sources. In the first decades of the nineteenth century, a group of 
Herero under Tj iave, Maherero 's grandfather, defeated the Batawana on the 
western shore of Lake Ngami (Vedder 1938: 141: Nettleton 1926; Tlou 1972a). 
The Batawana bad only recently arrived in Ngamiland at that time, and the 
battle may have been one of their first full-scale attempts to displace Herero 
from that country. In any event, many old Herero refer to this time in 
support of their contention that their parents knew the routes to take when 
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escaping the Germans in 1904. Anderson (1854), Baines (1864), Chapman (1971), 
Green (1857), and others specify that Herera had dug many of the wells in 
Ngamiland upon which they depended for water during their travels. 
About 1865, Letsholathebe made an agreement with the Herera by which 
grazing rights were divided and mutual assistance pledged; about the same time 
relative peace was current with the Namas and most Herera congregated in 
eastern Namibia. It is unclear whether any Herera remained within the boun-
daries of what is now Botswana. Alnaes (1980) records the re-entry into 
Ngamiland of a group of Herera who settled in M~kakun in 1896; these people, 
and others, were the nucleus who received the refugees of 1904. 
The refugees followed several routes; some through Mamuno and Ghanzi, 
others along more northern roads. An Ovaqwena (Nama) man, known by the name 
Tautuna (because he was a stern disciplinarian to the Herera boys of his 
household), who still lives at /ai/ai and who was about 10 years old in 1904, 
described the battle of Hamakari (Waterberg) and the subsequent route taken by 
his group; they went through Otjitjajeva to /ai/ai and then on to Makakun. 
(Alnaes 1980 records the same place name, which means "place with a hole 
containing water.") Togoperi Tuvare, who died this year at the age of 78, 
adds that Tautuna was born at Otjimewa some years after his parents had been 
taken captive by the Tuvare family of Mbanderu in a battle that must have 
occurred in the 1860 's, possibly the one in which Anderson and Green played 
decisive roles on the Herera side. Tautuna married a /ai/ai ~u/S'asi woman; 
their children and grandchildren continue to be integral parts of the Tuvare 
onganda today. The founder of the present Botswana branch of the Tuvare 
family, Togoperi's father, participated in the Battle of Otjunda in 1896 where 
the Mbandero were defeated by a combined force of Germans and Maherero 's 
followers; from there he went with the group that settled in Makakun and 
became the magnet toward which his extended family fled eight years later. 
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Manuel Marenga of /ai/ai gave me the following information: his family and 
the Tuvares (who are collaterally related) along with some other Mbanderu' s 
came through /ai/ai in 1904 and went to !angwa expressly because there was an 
established Mbanderu settlement there; thus it was a place where they could 
carry out the ritual installation of their new chief, Keharanju, the minor son 
of Kahimemua. For the people said, "Now that our chief is dead we must 
install his son so that when we come to the Batswana they will not say 'Oh, we 
see you have no chief, so you wi 11 become Ba tawana and work for us. ' 11 
Kerahanju and his entire group stayed at !angwa for about one year before 
preceding to Makakun to join his elder male cousin, Tuvare, whose younger 
sister be would eventually marry. All of the current Herero residents of the 
!angwa-/ai/ai area are descendents of lineages named in this summary, or of 
their close collaterals. They are at these places in exercise of the prior 
claims established by their forebears. Lee (1965: 64, 1979: 42, 82) places 
the beginning of Herero settlement in the !angwa region in the 1920's, but the 
movements into this region at that time of these people from the east were 
resettlements of earlier established places that fit into the pattern of 
transbumance characteristic of Herera life for centuries. 
Eriksson employed Herero known to Marenga' s father, and be also employed 
'z'ufQasi along his wagon routes. Some of these zu must have been relatives o·f 
present day /ai/ai residents. Note that Lee's informant (1979: 82) said his 
father-in-law was employed by whites and Marshall (1976: 56) records fu/oasi 
memories of the Boer trek. Ox-wagon roads are said to have passed through 
n!au n!au, !angwa, /ai/ai, and //om//enni; the route chosen depending upon 
point of origin of wagon trains (Grootfontein, Omaruru/Okabanja, Windhoek), 
destination and water supply enroute. The present vehicle tracks to these 
places must be a legacy of these ox-wagon roads; that is why they twist so and 
enter every pan along the way--water troughs for oxen, but traps for trucks. 
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A final item of Herera oral history. Some current /ai/ai residents 
remember a song composed at Otjimbinde when the Boer trekker advance party, 
baving lost its livestock, walked into that settlement: 
Who are these men who come out of the bush 
walking without horses? 
Where do they come from? 
As with Herero, ¥u/3"asi oral traditions about land tenure and social relations 
are family oriented. These have not been thoroughly documented for Ngamiland-
Namibia as a whole, but, because land use is a legal issue and as tu/6asi 
legal institutions are grounded in kinship relations, I have investigated in 
detail the kinship networks of all present day /ai/ai residents. These are 
summarized in a form intended to clarify the interdigitation of these people -
geographically and historically - with the people and events recounted above; 
these data are given somewhat more elaborate treatment in my report to the 
Ministry of Local Government and Lands, Botswana 
detailed thoroughly in a fortbc~ming publication. 
(Wilmsen 1976) and will be 
One extended family and its close collaterals contain the only peoplk who 
claim to have bad ancestors living at /ai/ai for as far back as those ances-
tor's names can be remembered. Persons in four ascending generations can be 
named; thus, , this set of families bas bad members at /ai/ai for about 150 
years. In the third ascending generation a 'l,u/-0a man, born in the region 
between Gbanzi and Gobabis (be would have been born between 1860 and 1880, 
approximately), married into this group. His brothers married into g/am and 
!ai and some of their children subsequently married into /ai/ai. Three 
cousins of these brotbers--also born west of Ghanzi--came to /ai/ai as herders 
for a white man named Venter (Herero name, Karundzu) in the early years of 
tb is century. Venter was married to Tau tuna's sister, Natj ia, who, although 
Nama, bad a Herera name and dressed accordingly; they lived at /ai/ai and then 
!ubi until 1927 (note that Marshall 1960 locates a place name, Venter, near 
!ubi). He died and is buried at Nokaneng; bis descendents live at a number of 
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places in Ngamiland. The descendents of the tu/oasi cousins live indepen-
dently at /ai/ai, having married spouses from the community, where they own 
V 
more cattle than do other zu. 
..,, 
Another group traces part of its origins to the northwest at co/anna and 
samungaigai in Namibia; they have collateral links in the third ascending 
generation to the original /ai/ai group and have continued reciprocal inter-
marriage. A fourth group, in part descended from the brother who married into 
!ai, settled at /ai/ai in the late 1930's or early 1940's from the southeast. 
These are the people who told Lee (1979: 363), "No, we are not of /xai/xai 
•••• We just come here to drink the milk." These people have a long history 
of association with Batswana rather than Herera and now live in conjunction 
with the local representative of the Mhapa family. They have few marriage 
links to the community. Two members of this group say that, although they are 
v ;~ • now zu oas1, they are really ,/ai//ai. It is signigicant of past location and 
interaction that it is only from members of this group that tales of mortal 
conflict between ¥'u and Herera are obtained; recall Baines' s st.atement 
mentioned above. 
Two things stand out in this brief account of local oral history. People 
now living at /ai/ai have remembered relatives who were in positions where 
they would have bad frequent interaction with all of the different peoples 
circulating in Ngamiland-Namibia over the past several centuries; they have 
not been out of touch with the larger world. Within this framework, movement 
into /ai/ai, at least if residence is established, does not take place 
haphazardly. In every case that can be determined; induviduals came only if 
prior kinship ties could be established. As a general rule, Herero and 
¥u/oasi say that they do not go to places where they have no relatives because 
it is only upon relatives that a person bas claims for subsistence sharing. 
For these peoples, circulation in space is constrained by social parameters. 
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/ai/ai in its historical development as well as in its present being 
illustrates this point in its many facets. 
All of the evidence--excavated, recorded, remembered--point to the same 
conclusion: Ngamiland bas been part of the wider world throughout its 
history. Iron Age peoples from farther north must have been implicated in the 
transmission of metal and cattle during the past. There can be little doubt 
that Europeans have been in close touch with ancestors of all resident ethnic 
groups from their very first excursions into the region and that they recorded 
evidence of long standing interactions among these groups. The fact that all 
currently known Iron Age sites in Ngamiland, as well as all known sites of 
more recent age, are found at locations that are presently (or have been 
recently) occupied by both foragers and herders suggests that the parameters 
of settlement--botb ecological and social--bave remained relatively constant 
during the past 1000 years. There are no occupied places in Ngamiland today 
that have not bad representatives of both groups in residence during this 
century. The most reasonable hypothesis is that foragers and herders have 
interacted in this region at least since approximately A.D. 1000 in ways that 
are analogous to those of the present. The entire spectrum of interaction -
conflict to cooperation may be expected to have characterized those 
relations, just as they do today. The processes must have been as completely 
interwoven as were those documented for the Cape region by Marks (1972). To 
explore the nature of this interaction, I turn to a consideration of land 
tenure in the region today. 
Land Tenure and Settlement 
It is curious that the structure of land tenure in Namibia-Ngamiland bas 
been so neglected. Marshall (1960, 1976), Lee (1965, 1979), and Yellen and 
Harpending (1972) include sections on 'fu/oasi spatial distributions as do 
Gibson (1959) and Vevelo (1977) for the Herera; there bas been no systematic 
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work on the Batawana. All of these authors offer no more than superficial 
generalizations drawn from rather limited descriptions of a few particular 
cases. All look upon their subject group in isolation, and all adopt a 
parochial stance, viewing the settled world from some particular waterhole(s). 
Even more curious is the lack of systematic attention paid to the under-
lying ki.nship structure 1.n which the settlement systems of both groups are 
embedded. Wiessner (1977) alone has attempted to place some aspects of 
settlement dynamics--specifically, the role of reciprocal exchange in 
maitaining lu/basi social contacts over distance--into a kinship matrix. 
Moreover, Marshall and Lee--wbose work in this area is most extensive--
. d d b d 1 . v /" . m1.sun erstan t e un er y1.ng zu oas1. conception of ownership. They do so 
because they consider ¥u/aosi to be separate enclaves, until recently largely 
disassociated from their neighb0rs; they have, therefore, not noticed the 
structural elements common to a number of social systems in southern Africa, 
and, hence, have misconstrued ~u/Oasi as well as Herera and Batawana land 
tenure. Lee (Lee and De Vore 1976: 75) explicitly rejects "the conceptions or 
folk view (italics are Lee's) of the people about themselves and their land." 
I shall argue to the contrary that such conceptions are of paramount impor-
tance and that performance conforms demonstratively to them. 
I turn to Gluckman for guidance; his analysis of Barotse legal systems 
(1955, 1965, 1971) has application in, and has been extended by him to, a 
wider African context. Gluckman (1971: 46) distills his discussion of 
ownership by saying, "Property law in tribal societies defines not so much 
rights of persons over things, as obligations owed between persons with 
respect of things." The critical rights of such persons are "demands on other 
persons in virtue of control over land and chattels, not 
persons, but persons related in specific long-standing ways." 
any set of 
Our first 
problem, as that of Barotse judges, "is to determine the respective social 
positions of the partie.s" (Gluckman 1955: 407); "to understand the holding of 
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property, we must investigate the system of status relationships; and to 
describe the system of status relationships, we must deal constantly with 
relations to property" (1971: 45). 
Ownership in these societies cannot be absolute because property plays its 
critical role in a specific nexus of relationships (1971: 45). Under such 
conditions, there can be no definition of ownership in a sense of incontes-
table control over property. Rather, ownership involves being bound within a 
set of reciprocal obligations among persons and things. Property, along with 
persons, is conceived to play an active--not merely a passive--role in recip-
rocity: .., ,'!' • zu,oasi and Herera will say that an unproductive piece of land, a 
barren cow, or a faulty tool is not fulfilling its obligations. Everything is 
subject to a complex of claims arising from social conditions. Gluckman 
(1965: 62) says that Barotse "do not always cheerfully yield rights to their 
kin, but if they have to choose between a breach of kinship and loss of 
possession, they prefer to abandon possession . 11 Thus, in essence, ownership 
is a flexibly defined right over someone or something in terms of social 
status. "Rights to property ... are attributes of social position" (1965: 163). 
We now have a conceptual framework within which to examine lu/oasi land 
tenure along with that of Herera. There is agreement on the geographical 
attributes of ~u/oasi land tenure: a space containing water and food 
resources. The unit of tenure is the n!ori (noun form of the verb -!ng, to 
place; hence, a place). It's connotation is literally a location; a person 
will refer to a locality as n!ori mima = my place, meaning "the place where I 
belong," 
There is, however, lack of clarity in the literature about place affil-
iation. Marshall (1976: 184) construes affiliation to be inherited unilat-
erally through either parent; Lee (1979: 338) says inheritance may be 
unilateral, bilateral, or neolateral with a strong unilateral bias. Wiessner 
(1977: 50) says inheritance is strictly bilateral, but that affiliation is 
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also acquired through marriage (1977: 51). These disagreements arise because 
all these authors (along with all others who have written of the subject) 
consider n!ori inheritance primarily as a means for associating an individual 
with some geographical place. While it does do this, what actually is 
inherited is a set of status positions binding an individual to a network of 
"obligations owed between persons with respect of place." Thus an 
individual's n!ori rights are a function of a dynamic (not a static) network 
of regional obligations defined initially by ascription through birth into a 
certain social unit and later expanded through acquisition of membership in 
other units either by marriage or adoption. Ascription is bilateral, as 
Weissner contends. A person's primary n!ori is always that person's birth-
place; as I shall demonstrate, there is a very high probability that that 
birthplace will be in at least one parent's n!ori. Marshall (1976: 184) notes 
correctly that a person, no matter where residing, identifies primarily with 
n!ori of origin, but this must not be understood to imply denial of rights in 
subsequently acquired places. Such identification is made to locate the 
speaker in an appropriate social geography; any person conversant with the 
system will automatically fill in many kinship details without further 
prompting. The literature on fu/C:asi marriage is unsatisfyingly vague. No one 
since Marshall (1959) has considered the topic, and she made a fundamental 
error in stating that lu do not marry cousins. Subsequent authors have not 
perpetuated this error, but neither have they corrected it; consequently 
discussions of the transfer of persons among groups--especially through 
marriage--and of residual rights to property have been correspondingly vague. 
A detailed exposition of ~u/6'asi kinship and marriage cannot be given here; 
however, I should note that Marshall's statements regarding marriage prohi-
bitions (1976: 252-253) are mutually contradictory and describe a situation in 
which marriages would be almost impossible to contract. For purposes of this 
discussion, I need only note one fact of tu/6asi kinship terminology: any 
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opposite sex, same generation person descended from ego's great grandparents, 
and only such persons, is a prescribed mate, as is anyone who is classif-
icatorily equivalent (these are in alternate generations). Such persons, are, 
of course, cousins of varying degree; the term applied to them carries a 
possessive suffix that identifies status as belonging to in-laws. (Support 
for this assertation will be offered in a future paper.) Briefly then, 
marriage takes place within a clearly defined kinship structure and property 
right transfers are largely matters of reshuffling priorities among latent 
claims. I shall next consider the spatial dimansions of these transactions. 
Harpending (Lee and De Vore 1976: 161) plots marital distances for a large 
number of parent pairs. These data, regrouped into intervals of 30 km, are 
displayed in Table l; this interval was chosen to bring the data into conform-
ity with Lee's (1969: 79) radius of land utilization about each water point. 
Harpending stresses the large distances over which marriage may take place, 
but equally striking is the fact that 53 percent of the partners found each 
other within 30 km of their birthplaces and 78 percent within 60 km--which is 
to say that 78 percent of marriage partners were born within the same or an 
adjacent n!ori space as their spouses. Harpending states that parent-
offspring birthplace distances are somewhat less dispersed. Note that Lee 
(1979: 338) found that 77 percent of his respondents inherited their n!orisi 
from one or both parents. This is precisely the result that one would expect 
under a structural system that incorporates primary relatives into spatial 
units with collaterals in contiguous units linked through prescribed, recip-
rocal, bilateral marriage. 
Exchange networks play impo·rtant integrative roles in this social-spatial 
structure. Sixty-two percent of hxaro partners (persons who engage in prefer-
ential reciprocal obligatory exchange) are traceable to same grandparents and 
82 percent to same great-grandparents (Wiessner 1977: 119, 178). Given the 
marriage prescription and spatial distribution just noted, these people will 
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be contiguous consanguinal relatives among whom are their potential as well as 
actual affines. Wiessner (1977: 246) gives the spatial distribution of hxaro 
partners by area and distance for a sample of people residing at /ai/ai and 
tum!kwe in Namibia; these data are displayed--also regrouped into 30 km 
intervals--in Table 2. Inspection of this table reveals that 48 percent and 
55 percent respectively, of hxaro at these two places is transacted within 
the same location, 70 percent and 67 percent within 60 km, that is, within 
same and adjacent n!orisi. 
Figure 3 combines these data and graphically demonstrates that kinship, 
space and exchange describe an interlocking system of status relationships in 
which individuals are bound within a set of reciprocal obligations among 
persons and things. The internal boundaries within this system are zonal 
rather than incisional but, as Weissner (1977: 52) points out, are well known 
and are open to those with appropriate social ties. Ownership--in the sense 
developed by Gluckman and adopted here--is vested in all the members of a 
group, who apply a reflective possessive to themselves "people who (have) each 
other" (Marshall 1976: 214) and possessive suffixes to related persons: for 
example; /oma o bauma = bau's {oma, that is, bau's husband. In this regard, 
it can be mentioned that adultery is equated with theft. Displacement and 
display are the normal modes of defense, but fights over land rights occur. 
All of the examples given by Lee (1979: 336-338) illustrate such processes, 
although he chooses to interpret them as revealing a· paucity of structure 
rather than a structural articulation of persons. 
For present purposes, the relevant features of Herera land tenure may be 
summarized briefly. The principal unit is the onganda, a settlement unit 
composed of a set of patrilineal affiliates with their wives and children, but 
matrilineal kinsmen and affines may be numerically dominant (Gibson 1959). 
Ozonganda have associated sections of land for grazing within which are 
located ozohambo, cattle posts conjoined to water sources of varying 
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permanence. An Omuherero 's rights to pasture derive from the concept of 
locality; a person attached to a specific locality cannot utilize another 
locality except by activating the structure of social links among individuals 
(Almagor 1978). A person's identification with natal household-locality is 
lifelong but links to kindred localities may be invoked to change residence. 
Ownership--again in the sense used in this paper--of land and chattel is 
vested in the kindred group. Marriage is prescribed among bilateral cross-
cousins and children are preferentially born in mother's natal onganda to 
establish a spatial-social link among generations within the groups. Posses-
sive forms are applied to persons and things (a person who has children is 
seldom addressed or referred to by name but is called "parent of x"), and, 
once established, rights to land, water sources and chattel remain within the 
group. The wells at /ai/ai for example are the remains of springs progress-
ively deepened since the mid-1930's; each well has passed in "ownership" among 
a set of patrilaterally related men. The division of grazing land among the 
cattle owners at /ai/ai--Herero, Tawana, and tu--is such that each household 
bas its own section. 
The basic tenets of Botswana land tenure as described by Shapera (1938) 
are similar in their essentials to those described for ¥u/6asi and Omaherero -
al though, of course, there are important differences among them - and may be 
assumed to hold for the Batawana. The important thing to note here is that 
the structural commonalities of land holding in Ngamiland and use among these 
groups allowed each to comprehend what the others were doing. Whether they 
approved of the other's actions is another matter--serious conflicts have 
occurred--but these commonalities permitted each group to preserve its 
structural integrity while accommodating the presence of others. 
The striking thing about current settlement in Ngamiland is its continuity 
a continuity which transcends time and space and ethnicity. The current 
distribution of peoples in the region is clearly a product of a very long 
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process of interaction involving congruent social concepts and economic 
systems that were complimentary. Herding and foraging, herders and foragers, 
bave coexisted in the region--and, indeed, in a much larger region--for 
several centuries. Multitiered ownership--in the form of use rights and 
mutual obligations rather than of incontestable control--of places and things 
have characterized the recorded and the remembered past. Space as soc ia ted 
with a particular social group was layered upon that of others, thereby 
reducing the need to partition land into exclusive parcels and thus intensify 
conflict. 
This continuity has continued into the present, although it is now 
becoming severely strained under the imposition of incongruent social and 
economic requirements. In Gbanzi freehold, around Sebitwa, and at tbe ~um!kwe 
settlement scheme in Namibia, ~u/basi still maintain n!arisi: "to get a job 
either on a farm or in the settlement, an individual must have appropriate 
ties with the San group living there and seek employment via them, not by 
going over their heads to the employer" (Weissner 1977: 59). 
At /ai/ai today, only those persons who are members of the long-standing 
owner group of families work for Herero who are themselves present at that 
place because of old ties. Even that group of ~u "who are not of /ai/ai" are 
there rather than elsewhere, because of still remembered but long inactive 
kinship ties going back over 100 years, and because of connections with the 
Mhapa family of Batawana who have rights to that place. We cannot assert that 
an identical form of interaction relations characterized the archaeological 
past, but we could do no better than to investigate the proposition that 
compatible forms of interaction operated among those early herders and 
foragers. 
Many years ago, a long time ago, there were no Herero 
here--and no Batswana here. This was l(u/o'as i country. 
Herero talked with them here but did not stay. My 
father's father talked with ~u/oasi in the area of 
Windhoek. That is how we came to know each other. 
Haruvesa Hakeharara /ai/ai 4 May 1980 
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Table 1. Distance between birthplaces of married tu/oasi with children. 
Distance (km) Number Proportion 
0 - 30 184 ,53 
30 - 60 87 ,25 
60 - 90 29 ,08 
90 - 120 24 ,07 
120 - 150 13 ,04 
150 - 180 7 ,02 
180 - 210 4 ,01 
348 
Data from Harpending, Table 7.1, page 161, in Lee and De Vore 1976. 
Table 2. Distribution of distance between hxaro partners 
/ai/ai tum:kwe 
Distance (km) Number Proportion Number Pro:eortion 
0 - 30 247 ,48 210 ,55 
30 - 60 110 ,22 44 ,12 
60 - 90 (102) (,20) 42(79) ,11(,21) 
90 - 120 5 ,01 
120 - 150 36 ,08 
150 - 180 
180 - 210 12 ,02 2 ,005 
210 
- 240 
240 - 270 3 ,008 
Note: () enclose /ai/ai x ~um!kwe figures. 
Data from Wiessner 1977:246, Table II 
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